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Abstract 
This square lost its role as the former imperial square of Viet Nam, 
but it has been struggling to serve as a public place in a new international 
hierarchy of Hue. 


Hue, a city in central Viet Nam, has a peculiar fascination of its own, and to 
a vast number of history lovers all over the world, it appeals with irresistible 
force. The Imperial City, surrounded by a moat and thick stone walls, of Hue, 
forms a bright spot in the landscape. It appears to be seen by all sections of 
the community, by the workers as well as by the idlers, by the rich as well as by 
the poor, by the thoughtful as well as by the careless; however, it once did not 
appeal to them but the emperor of Nguyen dynasty for about 140 years. 

Of all the places in the Imperial City, the Meridian Gate, which is the main 
gate to the Imperial City, remains in a category by itself-one usually reserved 
for the only emperor as an observation point for troop movements and cere- 
monies. However, the Meridian Gate is not just a gate, but it is a rather series 
of buildings: there is a superstructure called the "Five Phoenix Turrets" which 
was built right above the gate and there is a square in front of the gate. While 
planning and building the Citadel and the Imperial City in the early 19th cen- 
tury, this 45,000 square meters was established consciously to create a space 
separating the Imperial City from the Citadel as well as for the imperial court 
of the Nguyen dynasty to hold some great events. This is the place for the 
emperor to issue the list of names of those who pass the imperial examinations 
and would soon serve as administrative officials those who pass the imperial 
examinations, declare the next-year calendar, and hold military parades. 

This square was not officially named by the imperial court, but it is known 
that the imperial court used this square to organize annual early spring drills of 
infantry units in front of the emperor, high-ranking officials, and officers. Par 
Michel Duc Chaigneau, a western alien who lived in Hue when the square was 
set up, in his book “Souvenirs de Hué” published in 1897, called this space le 
petit champ de Mars (“the small military parade ground”) to distinguish it from 
grand champ de Mars (“the big military parade ground”) which is located in 
front of the Citadel. 

Nowadays, the local people often simply call it “Flag Tower Field” since it 
was often used as a football field for children and it is close to the imperial flag 
tower which has the highest flagpole in Viet Nam. 


In recent years, the media calls the space "Meridian Gate Square," because 
it was located in front of the Meridian Gate. This name seems to be the most 
appropriate one since the gate associated with it is a masterpiece of architecture 
as well as a symbol of the Nguyen dynasty. The political significance of the 
square may well be imagined. It was here the reception of the delegation of Louis 
Adolphe Bonard to Hue for the exchange ceremony of the Treaty of the year of 
Nham Tuat was held; here many Vietnamese civilians and soldiers were killed 
in an attempt by the French troops to counterattack after the "Hue ambush" 
operated by the militant faction of the Nguyen dynasty; here Emperor Bao Dai 
read the Declaration of Divine Release before thousands of people gathered in 
the Meridian Gate Square. 

Through many ups and downs of history, the school is still used by the 
current government of Viet Nam to host several local, national, and international 
ceremonies. 

Although the main function of Meridian Gate Square from the past to the 
present remains the same, its political significance has changed over time to- 
gether with Ha Noi becoming the capital of Vietnam in place of Hue. According 
to historian William S. Logan, the capital city role of Hue "has largely been to 
fade away into the history book," surviving as a provincial capital and as a 
valuable archaeological site, "now being revived for domestic and international 
tourism." Meridian Gate Square is the place of the abdication of Emperor Bao 
Dai, who is the last emperor of the Vietnamese feudal dynasty, on August 30, 
1945. However, Ba Dinh Square in Ha Noi is the place where President Ho Chi 
Minh read the Proclamation of Independence of the Democratic Republic of 
Viet Nam on September 2, 1945. 

Although the function of Meridian Gate Square was similar to Tiananmen 
Square under the feudal regime, the way The Communist Party of Vietnam used 
Meridian Gate Square was very different from the way the Communist Party of 
China used Tiananmen Square. In tracing the history of various development 
stages of these two squares, the survival of many of their features is as remark- 
able as the disappearance of others. The Communist Party of China sought 
to affirm its legitimacy through symbolism associated with the sacred space of 
Tiananmen Square while the Meridian Gate Square received within its parame- 
ter so many illustrious representatives of culture and history but politics during 
74 years of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. This difference comes from the 
fact that China has never been a colony of a European country while Vietnam 
was a colony of France. Ho Chi Minh and his colleagues placed ministries of 
government and capital authorities in an area formerly called the "French Quar- 
ter" to use French-styled villas and government buildings built when Hanoi was 
the capital of French Indochina including Ba Dinh Square to symbolize the im- 
age of the old regime victory. Moreover, culture is also a factor that motivates 
Hanoi to become the capital of this new era. The formation of Hue as the cap- 
ital of Vietnam under the Nguyen dynasty helped break down the old clan and 
regional loyalties in Ha Noi which had been the capital of Vietnam under earlier 
dynasties. This, in turn, transformed Ha Noi, where there was little loyalty to 
the Nguyen dynasty and feudalism, into a potential symbolic heart of Viet Nam 


under communism. 

In the context that Ba Dinh Square took the role as an open space for 
political activity and visual representation of Meridian Gate Square, Meridian 
Gate Square has a past full of historical association as well as the opportunity 
to become a square following the original concept in western urban planning, 
that is to ensure two main roles in a modern city: a common place for people to 
participate in leisure and cultural activities and a bright spot in an urban area 
for activities with commercial, political and religious purposes. The opportunity 
is great, and if only the best use can be made of it Meridian Gate Square 
could be comparable in beauty and function to other squares in the world. 
The opportunity is not available for Ba Dinh Square since although Ba Dinh 
Square has a great space with the highlight of Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum and 
is surrounded by a reasonable traffic system, aiming for political activities as 
well as leisure activities, it is considered sacred, and so there is no commercial 
activities and few cultural activities. 

What a joyful scene must Meridian Gate Square has often witnessed in recent 
years. We, the residents, wear short pants and polo shirts, walk along the grass, 
and enjoy typical Hue snacks. The square is not as wild as a forest of today to 
make up the aggregate lungs of the city, but it brings new supplies of oxygen 
and allows the freer circulation of fresh air to waft a breath of nature for people 
within it. 

At the present, the full importance to the public of Meridian Gate Square 
is slowly being realized. However, it cannot be denied that the function of 
Meridian Gate Square has changed spontaneously according to the change in 
historical context. This, in turn, raises concerns about whether Meridian Gate 
Square could threaten the community when it changed from a solemn place for 
royalty to an open place for the public, especially in Viet Nam where the use 
of squares is very superficial and shallow. Although in the West, squares are 
an indispensable part, of an urban living entity, in Vietnam, squares are like a 
space formed by the built-in formulas of planners and managers. Since Meridian 
Gate Square was not designed for the public at first, so it is necessary to asset 
its impact on people’s perceptions of safety both in physical and unphysical 
characteristics. Much has been done to improve and beautify the square, but 
much remains to be achieved in that direction before their risks will have been 
thoroughly evaluated. 


